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A form of voluntary workplace engagement, communities of practice are characterised in literature
as providing entities with the potential to harness the multiplier effects of collaborative processes by
building on informal networks within entities. As knowledge building and sharing institutions it
would be reasonable to presume that communities of practice activities have been embraced to facil-
itate a level of connectedness and engagement in a university context. However, evidence from the
Australian higher education environment suggests that the enlistment of communities of practice
processes by universities faces a number of challenges that are peculiar to academe. We suggest that
academic knowledge work practices are significantly different from the business/industry related
applications of communities of practice and that an understanding of the unique aspects of such
practices, together with the impediments posed by a ‘corporate university’ model, require acknowl-
edgment before the knowledge building and sharing aspects of communities of practice activities in
academia can emerge.
Introduction
Communities of practice are a form of voluntary situated learning and knowledge
building activity where members negotiate identity, learning and purpose in collabo-
ration. The contexts in which communities of practice (CoP) have been used are
diverse. However, all share the underlying foundations of a defined domain, commu-
nity and practice (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). This template allows a blend of shared
interest, application of the interest to practice and infusion of a community or social
Corresponding author. Deakin Business School, Deakin University, 221 Burwood Highway,
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presence that is a feature of the voluntary interactions between members of CoPs.
The use of CoPs in business environments has, whilst couched in benign community-
minded terminology,1 produced outcomes that eventually translate to a benefit for
the business entity, usually related to profit.2 Recent applications of CoP in the
Vocational Education and Training Sector have met with considerable success for
facilitating collaboration (Mitchell, 2002, 2003) and yet the take-up of the concept
within Australian Higher Education has not been nearly so successful. Evidence from
a number of universities suggests that the contextual differences associated with
knowledge work practices (KWP) compared with the business sector contribute
significantly to the slow progress of this form of collaborative mechanism. The way in
which academics work has a long lineage with traditional foundations based on
autonomous and collegiate relations. These have been impacted by new accountabil-
ity and quality control measures that have served to create significant impediments to
CoP style processes. Informed by an increasingly ‘corporate university’ setting we
contend that the hallmarks of conventional CoP applications can form the basis for
building communities of practice within academe but that the Higher Education
environment involves some significantly different elements that build upon that
foundation. This re-conceptualisation we have designated as CoP-iA—Communities
of Practice in Academe.
The balance of this study commences by explaining the Australian higher education
context giving rise to the paper, a discussion of the traditional manifestations of CoPs,
and then is followed by the application of CoP structures to academe (CoP-iA) with
highlighted points of inconsistency and difference. Given that Blackler and McDonald
(2000, p. 838) suggest the studies into team working carried out in the 1980s and
1990s are now somewhat dated, a re-conceptualisation of CoP into CoP-iA in
academia is timely.
The context for this study
Universities have a character and national identity developed in relation to the cultural
and historical norms of the societies in which they operate (Duke, 2004). With
historical roots as colonial outposts of the United Kingdom, universities in Australia
are modelled on the British tradition of a western style university. However, Australia
is a pluralist multicultural nation serving relatively small populations on the fringe of
the Asian-Pacific region. As a consequence, the weight of persuasive power attached
to heritage and tradition, common to many higher education institutions in Northern
America or Western Europe, is generally lacking in Australian universities. The need
to build physical and intellectual spaces in a relatively short time frame within a
geographically large nation without a significant history of endowments and patron-
age has always been a challenge for the Australian public purse.
In former times, Robertson (2002) suggests, the way to advance in academe was to
‘keep your head down, work hard to get your teaching under control and use your
‘free’ time to finish the PhD, publish the findings and look around for funding to
develop a research profile’ (p. 273). She also suggests that being an academic: 
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appeared to be a leisurely experience; an era when colleagues had time to engage with the
work of a colleague. Indeed collegial decision-making was likely to be part of the everyday
life of a working academic. Arguably, academic freedom was a lifestyle factor that drew
intelligent, ambitious young people into the university community and away from poten-
tially lucrative careers in related professions. (p. 274)
Engagement, collegial decision-making and the lifestyle factor of academic freedom,
as described by Robertson, are also factors of knowledge work. However, the shift of
universities from collegial autonomous institutions with government funding, to
managerial business style operations with flexible delivery and a need to earn revenue
in a competitive environment has meant a redefinition of what it is to be an academic.
Over the last three decades western style governments have transformed the public
sector by imposing market-based models as a means of inducing efficiency and econ-
omy into public expenditure. In Australia the Dawkins reforms, introduced by the
Minister for Employment, Education and Training John Dawkins from 1987 to
1996, resulted in a period of continuous decline in the public funding of higher
education institutions, with students required to increasingly pay for their education.
Professor John Quiggin (Australian Research Council Senior Fellow in 2001) in a
submission to the inquiry of Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Busi-
ness and Education Committee in relation to the capacity of public universities to
meet Australia’s higher education needs summarised the state of tertiary education in
the Australian environment as follows: 
● Australian universities are facing a crisis of resources and morale;
● The damage done by funding cuts in public funding has been exacerbated by pres-
sure to adopt a market or pseudo-market orientation in teaching and research and
by the imposition of a ‘managerialist’ style of governance;
● Standards of teaching have declined as a result of reduced resources and pressure
to attract and retain students at all costs. Claims that market forces such as the desire
for reputation would prevent this have proved mistaken. (Quiggin, 2001, p. 2)
Similar sentiments were expressed in a report by Anderson et al. (2002) commissioned
by the Department of Education Science and Training that investigated changes in
academic work by surveying a large cross-section of academics and others who
provided evidence that change had affected the character and perception of the role
of the academic and knowledge work (Marginson & Considine, 2000; Churchman
2001, 2005; Saravanamuthu & Tinker, 2002; Saravanamuthu & Filling, 2004).
The application of managerialism to universities with all the attendant foci on
efficiency, measurable outcomes, competitive markets and commercialisation has,
according to Quiggin (2001, p. 11), ‘produced universities [in Australia] far more like
private corporations’ than reforms elsewhere in the world. The application of economic
rationalism to the higher education sector has meant that most institutions have a
corporate identity, are run by managers and have been referred to as enterprise univer-
sities (Quiggin, 1996; Marginson & Considine, 2000; Parker, 2002) or corporate
universities (Churchman, 2001; Prince & Stewart, 2002; Blass, 2005).3 This paper
uses the term ‘corporate university’ in a general sense to depict changed institutional
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and organisational structures in support of the new managerial-style regime. This state
of affairs is a consequence of four primary influences not unique to Australia. The
factors are changing relationships between governments and universities, efficiency
and value for money, internationalisation and globalisation of higher education, and
information and communication developments (Huisman & Currie, 2004). The global
market for higher education means that these issues are common around the world.
Similar experiences in Sweden are reported by Bennich-Bjorkman (2007) with the
author suggesting that these experiences are shared through wider Europe, in the USA
(Prince & Stewart, 2002; Saravanamuthu & Filling, 2004,) and in the UK (Robins &
Webster, 2002; Deem, 2004; Blass, 2005; Huw, 2005; Hoecht, 2006).The encroach-
ment of neo-liberalism in contemporary universities is generally perceived to be univer-
sal despite differences in timing and rates of expansion (Tapper & Palfreyman, 2005).
Organisational change in response to these pressures is never an easy process.
Universities are highly structured institutions where activities have been historically
coordinated and controlled within a rigid framework of entrenched institutional
norms. Institutionalised processes shape organisational structure and action. The
formal structure encompasses the goals and objectives of an organisation within a
clearly defined bureaucratic design of departments, positions and activities. Institu-
tional elements are easily transmitted to newcomers, can be maintained over long
periods of time and are resistant to change (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). Change in
universities, as experienced over the last 20 years, thus represents a contested
environment where professional autonomy and the need for accountability has
diminished both time available and willingness to engage in collegiality. The colle-
giate dimension to academic life appears to have been diminished by seeking the
measurable, over the unquantifiable outcomes of collegiate relations. We are not
suggesting a lack of collegiality, only that there are impediments to wide-spread
across-institution collegial activity (see also Churchman, 2005). Anderson et al.
(2002 p. 47) suggest that: 
‘Collegiality’ refers to the participation of academics in the decision-making processes of
the university. More generally it also refers to the type of interaction which prevails
between academics themselves that includes professional sharing of ideas and advice, as
well as social support and sociability.
Collegial democracies (laden with positive and negative influences and impacts) are
a contested realm and beyond the scope of this paper (see NUS and NCCL Report,
1970; Moodie & Eustace, 1974; Tapper & Palfreyman, 2000; Dearlove, 2002;
Knight, 2004; Lapworth, 2004, and others). We apply the latter more general
interpretation of collegiality noted above, by concentrating on academics sharing
knowledge to build capacities in a ‘collegiate’ manner. This is referred to by Tapper
and Palfreyman (2000, p. 197) as intellectual collegiality. They suggest that ‘collegi-
ality is teamwork that functions best if individuals act collegially to construct an
agreed consensus as to what needs to be done and how it should be done, as opposed
to working through a line management structure to implement imposed ends and
means’ (p. 197).
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Communities of Practice in Academe 231
This paper is informed by concepts of knowledge work, as described by Kelloway
and Barling (2000, pp. 289–291). They suggest three thematic definitions of knowl-
edge workers, based on their review of relevant literature. The first is knowledge work
as a profession in an elitist sense that is based on past delineations and notions of skilled
versus unskilled work. The second is knowledge work as an individual characteristic of
ego, sensitivity, the need for public recognition with an emphasis on creativity and
innovation. We agree with the authors when they suggest that hierarchically struc-
tured organisations limit opportunity for many employees to be so described, and that
there is danger of delineating workers as creative or not creative. The third thematic
is considered as still emerging where knowledge work is an individual activity in terms
of a balance between activities that are ‘thinking or doing’. In this thematic the focus
is ‘what employees actually do in their day-to-day activities’ such as creation of ideas,
cognitive activity, using information for decision-making, and finding existing knowl-
edge or creating new knowledge. It is within this third thematic schema that Kelloway
and Barling (p. 292) place their own definition of knowledge work as a discretionary
behaviour focused on the use of knowledge and where the work is in four parts: 
● the acquisition of existing knowledge;
● the application of existing knowledge to problems;
● the creation of new knowledge;
● knowledge transmission.
The four parts of work characterised define well the notion of academic work-
practices as does the notion of discretionary behaviour in their definition of knowl-
edge work. It is the issue of discretion combined with perceptions of autonomy
that supports our view that KWPs are an important part of academe that cannot
be ignored when considering organisational change.
Despite the focus on quantifiability in the current environment academics continue
to have some degree of choice concerning the combination of research, service and
teaching that defines their academic role. While research and service can involve
some very specific and diverse areas of interest, teaching (the initial focus for commu-
nities of practice) represents a significant part of the role of most academics with
many generic aspects that can be shared and developed by collaborative means. This
paper seeks to highlight aspects of ‘corporate universities’ that increasingly contribute
to the alienation of academics from collective pursuits as a means of suggesting a
mechanism for re-connecting individuals within their own terms of reference.
The corporate university and impediments to collegiality
The changing and changed nature of the academic landscape has been well docu-
mented from the point of view of an increasingly compliance-based culture where the
rituals of verification (Power, 1997), in the guise of economy and efficiency, have
impacted academic work practices. Power (2007) suggests that new public manage-
ment practices have spawned ‘a process expressed and materialised in standards and
guidelines and mobilised in the name of good governance’ (p. 28). He also suggests,
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however, that making processes auditable ‘takes its lead from elements of institutional
theory, namely that the function of any standardised management system is less its
apparent contribution to the efficient operations and more its role as a formal, legiti-
mate, public and auditable face of organisational activity’ (p. 165). The largely unreg-
ulated academic knowledge work regimes of the 1960s have changed in recent times
to regimes where academics and academic work are overtly managed by a culture of
marketisation, public-funding and explicit performance and quality indicators
(Deem, 2004, p. 108). The reality of the emerging context is that academics are
increasingly required to objectively ‘count’ teaching hours, articles published, rank-
ings of publications, grants awarded, conferences attended, research income, papers
presented, assessments marked, theses supervised, meetings attended, awards
received, the number of students serviced and scores attained in student evaluations.
The emphasis is on the need to ‘count’ as though higher numbers have impacts upon
‘quality’. For example, Hoecht (2006, p. 555) noted that a clear majority of
interviewees considered that current quality control systems in operation at UK
universities were overly bureaucratic with only superficial relevance to quality. Mean-
while in Australia, Anderson (2006, p. 168) noted that interviewees considered
performance indicators as ‘blunt’ and argued that they favoured that which could be
quantified, rather than ensuring quality. Powers (2007) argues that management
control relies on evidence and proof of conformity: the ‘logic of auditability which
ought to be a second order … is in fact pervasive and constitutive. This logic is the
antithesis of the spirit of free unbridled enterprise, unfettered judgement’ (p. 196)
and trust amongst peers.
The trend towards a ‘count’ environment has occurred at the same time as
higher education value chains are becoming vertically disaggregated (Poon, 2006,
p. 81). The fragmentation of the academic division of labour contributes to a non-
commital style as academe makes use of increasing numbers of casual staff
(Hellstrom, 2004). The non-commital style is further perpetuated by the move
from industrial societies to knowledge economies (Poon, 2006, p. 89) that favour
greater standardisation of qualifications to ensure portability in a global economy.
The Bologna initiatives and processes in Europe typify the moves to ensure that
credentials are more uniform with plans to integrate the higher education frame-
works of 45 European countries by 2010. In such environments, the relegation of
academics to the role of a process labourer (Schapper & Mayson, 2004, p. 195)
may mean that ‘quality can and should be measured from the production or
customer’s viewpoint’ (McWilliam et al., 2000, p. 242). This conception is not
unrealistic as education becomes increasingly commodified and standardised in the
name of efficiency. The market, however, is also poorly equipped to treat employ-
ees other than as ‘cogs in the wheel’ in large hierarchical machines. Meyer (2002,
p. 518) suggests that in business bureaucratic organisations leave their most
precious resource—the ability of their members to innovate and create ideas and
products—underutilised. In a ‘corporate university’ this possibility becomes
increasingly real as academics engage in more quantitative rather than qualitative
tasks impacting knowledge work practices.
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Not only is knowledge work influenced by personal ‘count’ factors, there are other
aspects of practices in academe that typical management accounting theories (taught
in business faculties) suggest are poor techniques of management control and
contribute to disempowerment. Theory associated with budgetary control and
responsibility accounting suggests that a manager (academic) should not be held
accountable for outcomes where resources and costs are beyond their control. Yet
typically academics have little control over resource availability (the quantity and
quality of colleagues, both permanent and casual, that are assigned to develop, teach
and assess within a unit of study together with administrative support) and the
quantity and quality of raw materials (represented by teaching spaces, computers,
equipment and facilities and the level of preparedness of students in terms of general
competencies in English, computer literacy, and foundation skills). Nor do many
academics have any influence on costs in ways that allow choices between alternatives
to somehow impact quality or outcomes. This type of poor fit in a different context is
not unusual in relation to management reform in the public sector, something from
which universities have not been immune (Parker, 2002).
One of the most significant impacts on knowledge work practices (KWPs) for
academics is the rising need for academic competency in on-line flexible learning
initiatives. The importance of creating a student centred learning experience as a
means of preparing graduates to be ‘lifelong learners’ in a ‘knowledge society’ are
current notions that pervade education circles. Perceptions of academic competen-
cies are no longer primarily associated with discipline specific knowledge. Good
teaching is no longer about good presentation of information and knowledge of
subject content. Good teaching (teacher-centred learning) has been transformed into
the facilitation of good learning (student-centred approach). There is a need for
academics to seek a better understanding of the means available to engage with
students and to selectively employ relevant technologies to elicit the desired response.
Garrison and Anderson (2003, p. 20) suggest that ‘the value-add in a “knowledge
based future” will be a learning environment that develops and encourages the ability
to think and learn both independently and collaboratively … with the motivation to
continue learning throughout their lives’. They see the role of e-learning as a vehicle
to promote higher order thinking and knowledge building. As the net generation
embraces technology for interaction, the challenge for academia is to acknowledge
that e-learning involves a conceptually different approach where tools to foster
engagement and connectivity within student cohorts are an important element of the
learning process. Motschnig-Pitrik (2004, p. 1) concludes that value is added to
blended learning4 when the facilitator’s attitudes include realness, respect and under-
standing, but that these and similar traits ‘can hardly be achieved if an instructor is
primarily occupied with lecturing’. Patterns of academic work are changing as a
consequence of the increasing application of web-based technologies to academic
programmes (Poon, 2006, p. 96), where: 
[a]cademics, as subject-matter experts, are expected to work closely with a team of
teaching and learning experts, system developers, and course builders, in the process of
developing the learning resources to capture, label, store, retrieve, format, build and
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present the resources into ‘finished’ lessons. (Poon, 2006, p. 97 referring to earlier work
by McKey, 2000).
Questioning the importance and usefulness of such initiatives to learning outcomes is
not the purpose of this paper. It is the rising tide of expectations and competencies
that academics face impinging on work practices that we seek to highlight. For
instance, ‘concerns with quality have also been reflected in the growth—increasingly
on a compulsory basis—of initial and continuing academic development programmes
designed to train and accredit academic staff’ (Tight, 2004, p. 395). With little influ-
ence on these bureaucratically imposed measures of competency, in addition to other
competency and performance criteria, academic time to engage in elective pursuits
(beyond specific work allocations) is severely limited. Further constraints on elective
pursuits are shrouded in expectations as heads of school attempt to persuade an ever
diminishing number of biddable academics to engage in the cultural and wider
community activities expected of universities, in particular the marketing needed to
raise the university’s profile to attract both students and research income. The
conflict of interests and responsibilities, together with the imposition of ‘objective’
key performance indicators, has generated what Hoecht describes as ‘a change from
informal “light touch” quality control systems based on local practices and a signifi-
cant amount of trust and professional autonomy in the early 1990s to a highly
prescribed process of audit-based quality control today … rituals of verification
(Power 1997) instead of fostering trust, has high opportunity cost and may well be
detrimental to innovative teaching and learning’ (Hoecht, 2006, p. 541).5
In higher education the focus on individual reward and recognition also provides a
challenge to concepts of team building supporting a shared mission or purpose. New
managerialism in higher education challenges academic autonomy and represents a
shift from ‘professional accountability’ to ‘political accountability’ where academics
need to be more responsive to the concerns of diverse stakeholder interest groups.
Churchman (2005) suggests that: 
[t]he demise of collegial decision making in universities has reduced but not eradicated the
autonomy inherent in the academic role. This autonomy enables academics experiencing
the corporatisation of their profession and institutions to assign meanings to their altered
environment that are compatible with their understandings of the academic role. Through
these meanings, they construct their academic identity, which is not necessarily forged in
the same terms or with the same definitions as those of the corporate environment.
(Churchman, 2005, p. 13)
The challenge then becomes how to entice the academics out of the bunkers of a
‘counting’ mentality. A state of mind fostered by discontent as the variety of perfor-
mance indicators rises along with the hurdle number that equates with satisfactory
performance. The impediment of parochial tendencies predicated on years of isola-
tion within the silos of faculties, schools and departments means that academic skills
development to enrich flexible delivery mandates are fragmented with academics
unwilling to reach beyond traditional boundaries (Churchman, 2005). Such bound-
aries are characterised by the ‘moat with crocodiles’ that exists between the polarised
communities of research and teaching. While there is some evidence to suggest that
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initiatives by the Commonwealth Government to raise the profile of teaching are
reducing the divide, in particular the Carrick Institute launched in 2004 that
promotes and rewards teaching excellence by awards and research funding, the
appreciation that academics can legitimately engage in ‘research’ about the scholar-
ship of teaching appears to be a revelation. Teaching (like research) represents a
significant part of what universities and academics do and yet pedagogy publication
and professional recognition for teaching is an emerging area of research by discipline
based academics (Brew, 2003).
The extant globalisation of higher education has impacted the role of an academic
significantly with changing expectations and responsibilities. The importance of
collegiate relations to Australian academics was demonstrated by Anderson et al.
(2002) in their survey where academics nominated collegiality as very important to
their role, with 58% of respondents (1850 in number) considering that collegiality
had decreased (pp. 47–48). The perception of a need for mechanisms that enable
academics to reconnect with each other in a collegiate sense is emerging with the
concept of communities of practice offering one such course of action. There is
considerable support for CoP in Vocational Education and Training (VET) as a
consequence of a pilot study establishing 16 communities under the government
funded ‘Reframing the Future’ programme in 2001. Mitchell (2002, pp. 15–16)
suggests that: 
[w]hile the literature on Communities of Practice identifies the potential benefits for both
individual practitioners and the organisation, most of the examples in the literature are
from large, multinational or national corporations in the commercial sector. Additionally
there are few examples in the literature of education or training organisations using
Communities of Practice.
Whilst corporations have embraced communities of practice, higher education insti-
tutions overall, for reasons we posit in this paper, have not. From an Australasian
higher education perspective McDonald and Star (2006) suggest that CoPs are a rela-
tively new concept, a perception that is confirmed in our more recent review. Our
review found little emphasis on CoPs from a teacher-community perspective, though
there was more exposure to issues relating to student communities of learning or
professional development.6 Viscovic (2006) discusses CoPs in some depth but from
the perspective of frameworks for supporting informal workplace learning for new
teachers, and Green (2005) emphasises shared problem solving, spaces of influence,
and spaces of practice development in relation to a research environment at RMIT
University. We are also aware of several current (2007) projects in higher education.
For example, Australian National University’s Centre for Educational Development
and Academic Methods (CEDAM) received funding in 2005 for a two-year institu-
tional leadership project from the Carrick Institute for Learning and Teaching in
Higher Education. Griffith University has a policy document supporting the develop-
ment of communities of practice with five communities operating for approximately
15 months with varying degrees of activity and engagement. Deakin University
appointed two academics (the authors of this paper) in 2007 as fellows of the Institute
of Teaching and Learning to work with a team to develop a framework for CoP-iA
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within an institutional support structure. This initiative was in support of Deakin
University’s Draft Operational Plan 2008 (section 1.9) that noted a desire to ‘support
and encourage meetings across the University of informal groups of staff with shared
interests in advancing aspects of teaching, learning and the student experience.’ The
University of Southern Queensland, through an internal grant, initiated two faculty
based CoPs in mid-2006 (see McDonald & Star, 2006), and appears to be the most
advanced in understanding the challenges faced in developing CoPs in academe.
These Australian initiatives presume a viewpoint that the theoretical basis for using
CoP mechanisms imported from business can be applied equally well in academe. We
suggest that the lack of explicit recognition of the contextual peculiarities of the higher
education environment make CoP-like activities more challenging in academe.
Communities of practice
Initially posited by Lave and Wenger (1991) and then advanced by Wenger (1998),
Wenger and Snyder (2000) and Wenger et al. (2002), communities of practice liter-
ature focuses on situated learning where CoPs are places of negotiation, learning,
meaning and identity. The environment specifically recognises a social dimension
where trust relationships without a formalised structure act as the bridge that allows
what may normally be conceived as a committee to then become a networked learn-
ing environment. CoPs can provide a suitable learning environment not only for the
achievement of tacit knowledge based on participation and practice in real contexts,
but also for implicit knowledge. Cousin and Deepwell (2005) suggest there is an over-
lap between the benefits of CoPs and networked learning. Corporations have
embraced communities of practice as the means to gain further stakeholder benefits
by harnessing the potential of informal (in conjunction with formal) networks of
knowledge building and sharing. Business and industry are environments where indi-
vidual employee objectives are closely aligned with organisational objectives. To build
a better product, lower costs, increase market share, become more efficient, improve
return on assets employed and more are shared objectives of the organisations and the
team-structures developed within those organisations. In many cases individuals
within such organisations work within team structures and CoPs can be an extension
of the team approach to take advantage of casual conversation in less structured
environments.
Communities of practice as articulated by Wenger et al. (2002, pp. 4–5) are groups
of people who do not necessarily work together every day but who are willing to spend
time together to share information, insight and advice. They ponder common issues,
explore ideas and act as sounding boards. They accumulate knowledge and become
informally bound by the value they find in learning together, in the personal satisfaction
of belonging to an interesting group of people and develop a unique perspective about
practices and approaches. Thus far the community has significant affinity with what
may be described as collegiate relations in academe. However, the concepts are rele-
vant to many contexts in both the personal and work environments. Characteristics
which differentiate a CoP from a club, committee or meeting include the following: 
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● non-hierarchical;
● informal;
● there is no actual leader but a core group that takes on a leadership role for a
particular agenda and then allows another to fulfill the role when the agenda has
passed;
● membership is voluntary;
● agendas are not imposed or intentionally prescribed;
● tacit knowledge becomes articulated;
● legitimate peripheral participant who may just listen/observe and choose not to
contribute;
● involves social time for the community to build trust.
These types of interaction seem ideally suited to professional groups where knowl-
edge sharing and building commences from an established foundation (domain) and
can be articulated via some form of shared practice.
One difficulty in CoP theory is how to place it within wider theoretical knowledge
construction perspectives. Thompson (2005, p. 153) suggests that the epistemic
characteristics of CoPs include the theories of learning, social constitution, practice,
identity, and situatedness. Fox (2000, p. 853) suggests that Lave and Wenger’s
(1991) situated learning theory is a version of social learning theory which itself is not
a unified field (p. 854), and Fox also argues that community of practice theory is weak
in how it addresses power within the learning process. Roberts (2006, p. 634) extends
an earlier discussion of issues of power, trust and predispositions to conclude that ‘a
community of practice does not develop and function in a vacuum’ and proposes that
the context within which a CoP is embedded is a major factor for success in creating
and transferring knowledge. In the academic context individual academic loyalty
tends to be more closely aligned with disciplines rather than departments. As a conse-
quence, support for a ‘corporate mission’ is less compelling particularly with knowl-
edge that as public institutions, universities are unlikely to be allowed to fail. To
actively engage in knowledge building and sharing to promote teaching is a path
requiring the type of collegiate discourse that Robertson (2002) suggests relates to
former times. A greater emphasis on collaboration is crucial to the ‘business of teach-
ing and learning in universities … communication will continue to be the key, given
that shared understanding is the means by which we will move forward’ (McWilliam
et al., 2000, p. 246). We argue that in business, strategic imperatives create a stronger
motivation for collaboration and communication than is possible within academe,
because of fragmented institutional loyalties.
There is also difficulty in directly comparing CoP environments in business and
industry, as described by Wenger (1998) and Wenger and Snyder (2000), to the
context of academia. Vice-Chancellors may well have ‘moved from being the leading
academic to something more akin to company Chief Executive’ (Deem, 2004,
p. 117), Australian universities may well have seen the growth of senior management
teams (Deem, 2004, p. 118, quoting Marginson & Considine, 2000), and new
university organisational forms established (Deem, 2004, p. 110), but none of these
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initiatives turn academia into copies of company structures with company strategies
and shared objectives. We agree with Deem (2004, p. 111) who states that: 
[m]anaging academic knowledge work is not remotely comparable to managing retailing
or industrial production … [a]cademic loyalty tends to be oriented towards the basic
academic unit and subject or discipline, not the interests of the university as a whole. In
addition, much academic work, especially research, is individual rather than collective.
Deem’s description from the academic’s perspective is a poor fit to Wenger’s (1998)
focus on the social interactive dimensions of situated learning. Thus traditional
business and industry focused CoPs, as described by Wenger (1998) and Wenger and
Snyder (2000) are likely to be poor models for CoP introduction into academic
environments.7
Blackler and McDonald (2000, p. 847) suggest that ‘the study of how people know,
act and collaborate, approaches power as both an ongoing product of collective
activity and as the medium for it’. We suggest this viewpoint would be relevant to
traditional business and industry environments where power, relationships and work
practices are hierarchal, connected, co-dependant, and embedded in the objectives
and strategies of the organisation. However, academics are not embedded to the same
extent with degrees of freedom to focus on teaching or research in ways that they
perceive best aligns with the needs of their discipline. Academics (tenured in
particular) were more able in the past to disassociate themselves from organisational
objectives and strategy. Increasingly efforts to corral academics by accountability
structures have attempted to create a sense of alignment of effort with organisational
objectives. For those in senior positions where performance criteria include attracting
and ensuring more students complete studies, this may mean a degree of shared
purpose. However, we suggest that such a viewpoint has little to do with identification
with mission statements and goals. Roberts (2006, p. 629) discusses predispositions
and Bourdieu’s concept of habitas and in particular the predisposition to particular
forms of knowledge and negotiation of meaning to the detriment of other interpreta-
tions. We contend that such predispositions in CoPs within business and industry are
moderated or reinforced by the close alignment of employer and employee goals and
foci. The extent to which such alignment is evident in academia is less clear, and
provides context to conceptualise CoP-iA, rather than CoP, in academia.
Communities of Practice in Academe (CoP-iA)
Academic work practices are not closely aligned with business work practices as a
consequence of the fragmented internal and external structures from which academic
rewards and responsibilities are derived. For example, for research, rewards are
achieved by external validation through publication and peer review. For teaching,
academic quality and rigour are suborned to measurable factors that are inevitably
geared towards the ‘customer’ and the ‘market’. We believe that competing structures
and influences have contributed to limitations in the development of communities of
practice in a manner similar to that suggested by Roberts (2006). She suggests that
where interests are misaligned, contributions to the organisation are uncertain and
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‘workers increasingly operate in an individualistic world of weak ties where resources
are frequently obtained through personal networks and individual relationships rather
than through organisational communities’ (Roberts, 2006, p. 635), CoPs have
limited opportunity to succeed. While this may be unusual in the business circles
described by Roberts (2006), we contend that this is the norm in academe.
Academic autonomy essentially involves self-directed practice with vague organisa-
tional connection and resourcing that is often dependent on research income or
collaborative ventures hard won from personal effort. We believe that the context of
academe requires appreciation of pressures and forces that may impede the effective-
ness of CoP-iA before structures that support their emergence can be determined.
The undermining of trust relationship in academe as a consequence of the paradigm
shift to corporate universities and preoccupations with ‘counting and measuring’
(with dubious quality associations) and standardisation of KWPs, makes it difficult
to motivate academics as organisational changes continue (Churchman, 2005).
The support for ‘soft’ collaborative structures of collaboration within higher educa-
tion is gaining momentum in Australia. Hardy (1996) agrees that within universities
unobtrusive forms of collegiality that are designed to create a broader culture of co-
operation may help to foster collegiality. Thompson (2003) also suggests that
informal practices of coordination via a form of networked model, building on trust
and loyalty rather than administrative orders, offers an alternative to managerialist
instrumentality. However, Lewis et al. (2005, p. 65) point out that universities have
responded to managerialism by increasingly engaging in collaborative processes such
as consortia, networking and partnerships with each other, with professional bodies
and specific commercial entities. These forms of collaboration are more closely
aligned with the need to build relationships as a path to alternative revenue streams
or associated with lobbying processes. Collegiality from within, as a means of capacity
building amongst colleagues, is not generally the purpose of these type of collabora-
tive processes.
Universities are likely already to have many diverse collegiate structures that operate
at faculty and school levels. These may have formed naturally (organically) as groups
of academics with a common interest work together in subject areas. Collaborative
activities such as virtual work groups, team teaching, collaborative research, working
parties and committees exist in many faculties for specific issues or in relation to a
particular mandate. This form of collegiality is often the foundation of academic life
where experts in a field share their knowledge. However, Duke (2004) describes
Australian academics as resentful that resources are scarce (p. 9) and suggests that as
a ‘socially altruistic and purposeful community of scholars’ (p. 16) this sense has
eroded. He also suggests that self-valuing has been replaced by ‘proletarianisation’.
The work of Churchman (2005, 2006) and Anderson et al. (2002) provide evidence
of low morale emanating from a mangerialist, compliance culture in Australian higher
education. Churchman identifies that a lack of recognition of the different interpre-
tations of academia spurned by the need for staff to undertake a range of activities from
consulting to community service creates a confused and disconnected group of
academic staff. Engagement in committees and other collaborative forums are geared
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towards a purpose where outcomes are measured, representation calculated and time-
frames prescribed.
In such environments the possibility that existing hierarchical structures have the
capacity to set agendas, influence the participation levels of new or junior academics
and perhaps be exclusive exists. Discipline heads of senior rank have the capacity to
influence workloads by determining the allocation of administration functions (which
typically flow to the most junior), the split of teaching between lectures and tutorials,
the time spent mentoring staff by encouraging research potential, and in supporting
research endeavours. Whilst the allocations of hours may be a transparent process in
terms of workloads, the later relationships associated with mentoring still have
elements of ‘clandestine grace and favour’ by professors in what was described as the
‘golden age’ of the past (Coy & Pratt, 1997, refer also to Chipman, 2001).8 Such
hierarchical structures do not easily fit the conceptualisation of CoPs proposed by
Wenger and Snyder (2000) that have no place for dominant personalities who overtly
(or covertly) control agendas. Pemberton et al. (2007, p. 68) point out that power-
distance relationships are potentially divisive and the presence of more senior
members can act to inhibit the expression of more junior staff. Roberts (2006, p. 635)
also notes that CoPs ‘will not flourish in inhospitable environments’.
While research can involve some very specific and diverse areas of interest, teaching
represents a significant part of every academic’s role with many commonalities that
can be shared and developed by collaborative means. CoP-iA can play a role in avoid-
ing local ‘reinventing of the wheel’ and in easing the path of innovation (Blackmore
& Blackwell, 2006, p. 382), particularly for new technologies and assessment
practices. The essence of decentred collaboration is suggested by Blackler and
McDonald (2000, p. 849), to have the ability to engage, negotiate, cross boundaries
and contribute.
Comparing corporate CoPs and academe (CoP-iA)
The differentiation made between management/corporation style CoPs and CoP-iA
illuminates factors that may explain the slow emergence of successful CoP activity in
Australian higher education. Given that research into and practical applications of
CoP have primarily been industry-focused, and that we have argued for a new
paradigm for CoP in academe called CoP-iA, Table 1 summarises the salient points
of difference.
The identification of these points of difference suggests that if CoP-iA structures
are considered desirable by higher education institutions, thought will need to be
invested into determining the style and blend of university resources that could be
combined to encourage the formation of such groups. In particular, who will act as
the champions of formation, themes that could be explored, what resources will be
applied to those that are formed and what benefits (or perhaps reduction of the disin-
centives) would be promoted as potentially available to those that engage. However,
care should also be taken to ensure that CoP-iA are nurtured9 rather than imposed
(Pemberton et al., 2007), in the true spirit of community and collaboration, lest the
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CoP-iA is viewed by sceptical academics as a masquerade for a predetermined agenda
that is really another committee. CoP-iA can provide the scaffolding for establishing
collegiate relations in an environment that provides a ‘protected space’ or ‘a welcome
refuge for their members without organisational constraints influencing behaviours
to any great extent’ (Pemberton et al., 2007, p. 69). Dominant actors, power and
political relationships that infest faculties and schools are less able to bridge and influ-
ence broad based CoP-iA. However the shared domain of teaching with possibilities
for collaboration in, for example, on-line learning technologies, assessment practices,
pedagogies, curriculum development, cultural diversity, and efficiencies in large core
units can be used to inform and develop practice in ways that are relevant to many
faculties.
Conclusions
The utilisation of Communities of Practice in academe (CoP-iA) to share and build
knowledge by reconnecting academics is an emerging phenomenon within the
Australian higher education sector. The recent Communities of Practice fora in June
2007 at both Australian National University and Deakin University have highlighted
that that there is still much to learn about how CoP-iA can be conceptualised and
embedded within university settings. The need for mechanisms to re-connect with
past collegiality has emerged as a consequence of the colonisation by managerial
control mechanisms, with rising staff/student ratios and ever changing key perfor-
mance indicators damaging the sense of community between academics. This context,
together with the unusual demarcation between university goals and personal goals,
renders traditional CoP theory mute in such a domain. An understanding of the
contextual differences between CoPs and CoP-iA provides information to university
hierarchies with an interest in these forms of situated learning to understand why CoP
mechanisms have not populated university contexts. Though ‘soft’ structures already
exist in university settings under different guises, we believe that CoP-iA allows for
a clearer understanding of contextual differences and can provide a mechanism for
re-emphasising past collegiality within a contemporary context.
However, we caution that the notion of communal engagement should not be
romanticised as easily achievable. It involves coordination, consultation, communica-
tion and cooperation (Owen, 2005, p. 176), behaviours that are not easily achieved
amongst a group that are trained to be critical thinkers and have been subjected to
continuous autonomy incursions. And yet, Anderson et al. (2002, p. 47) point out
that 78% of Australian academics regard collegiality as ‘very important’. Given suffi-
cient support without coercion, academics may take the opportunity to reconnect,
generating multiplier effects for students, staff and higher education institutions.
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Notes
1. Cousin and Deepwell (2005) point out that community can also have a more sinister side with
behaviours that include exclusionary practices, low tolerance and expectation of compliance
with regulation.
2. We recognise that CoPs have been embraced in a variety of settings that includes education,
health and social services, management and others. We cannot hope to analyse each context in
which they have been applied and will follow a theme of managerialism in the paper to highlight
the contextual differences between corporation-based CoPs and academe.
3. Refer also to Hood 1991, 1995; Pollit 1993; Pusey 1991and Self 1993, for new public manage-
ment in the public sector.
4. In Australia there is a growing trend towards blended learning that incorporates the use of
information and communication technology into the instructional process to augment rather
than replace on-campus delivery (Eklund et al., 2003).
5. This state of affairs is almost reminiscent of Tapper and Palfreyman’s (2000, p. 204) scenario
4 where teaching has become increasingly marginalised and where the pressures of massifica-
tion, accountability and parsimony triumph.
6. Price (2005) refers to a CoP in the UK that had limited success as a consequence of failure to
create the underlying shared meaning of domain and distrust engendered by the presumption
of tacit rather than articulated knowledge.
7. Although, as noted by one anonymous reviewer, managing a teaching only for-profit institution
may be closely aligned with an industrial production model.
8. Interestingly Lustig (2005) refers to the contemporary university model as the ‘gelded age’ of
higher education to illustrate how academics have been disempowered by managerialist
processes.
9. Pemberton et al. (2007, p. 67), refer to ‘emergent’ rather than ‘nurtured’ CoPs. However we
consider that emergent relates more to what we consider ‘organic’ CoPs that develop naturally
as an unintentional process. By ‘nurtured’ we mean providing recognition to the concept of
CoP-iA and devising mechanisms to sponsor or support their development without institu-
tional management or coercion.
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